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overshoot may go undetected – 
increasing the ecological deficit 
and reducing nature’s capacity to 
meet society’s needs.
“The Ecological Footprint 
is a resource accounting tool 
used to address underlying 
sustainability questions”, the 
researchers say. It measures 
the extent to which humans are 
using nature’s resources faster 
than they can regenerate. It can 
illustrate who uses how much of 
which ecological resources and 
populations can be defined either 
geographically or socially. And 
it shows to what extent humans 
dominate the biosphere at the 
expense of wild species.
And another report, published 
last month, reveals how our bank 
of water resources is dwindling. A 
study of the world’s glaciers and 
ice caps has revealed that the 
rate of melting across the world 
has accelerated in recent years. 
The loss of glaciers in South 
America and Asia will threaten 
the water supplies of millions of 
people within a few decades, the 
researchers warn. 
Loss of land-based frozen 
water is one of the clearest signs 
of global temperature rise, and 
the state of glaciers has become 
a key argument in the debate over 
climate change. Georg Kaser, a 
glaciologist at the University of 
Innsbruck, who led the research 
said: “The glaciers are going to 
melt and melt until they are all 
gone. There are not any glaciers 
getting bigger any more.”
Kaser said that “99.9 per cent of 
all glaciers” were now shrinking. 
Increased winter snowfall meant 
that a few, most notably in New 
Zealand and Norway, got bigger 
during the 1990s, he said, but a 
succession of very warm summers 
since then had reversed the trend. 
His team combined different sets 
of measurements which used 
stakes and holes drilled into the 
ice to record the change in mass 
of more than 300 glaciers since 
the 1940s. They extrapolated 
these results to cover thousands 
of smaller and remote glaciers not 
directly surveyed.
The results revealed that 
the world’s glaciers and ice 
caps — defined as all land-based 
ice except Greenland and the 
West Antarctic ice sheets — grew 
steadily until about 1970, when 
they began to shrink. The rate of 
shrinking increased significantly 
in 2001. On average, the world’s 
glaciers and ice caps lost enough 
water between 1961 and 1990 to 
raise global sea levels by 0.35–
0.4 mm each year. For 2001–2004, 
the figure rose to 0.8 mm each 
year.
Writing in the journal 
Geophysical Research Letters 
the researchers say: “late 20th 
century glacier wastage is 
essentially a response to post-
1970 global warming.” Kaser 
said: “There is very, very strong 
evidence that this is down to 
human-caused changes in the 
atmosphere.”
And, in another study in the 
Journal of Hydrometeorology, 
researchers from Britain’s 
Meteorological Office report new 
results from computer modelling 
of future climate scenarios. While 
models have their problems, 
they can be tested against 
past changes by ‘backcasting’. 
Although the model tracks past 
temperature changes pretty 
accurately, it does not predict 
drought region by region as it 
has occurred. But it accurately 
predicted total global water 
trends over the past 50 years 
and when the model is used 
to predict prospects over this 
century, it reveals “a net overall 
drying trend” if greenhouse gas 
emissions are moderate or high.
These new studies are building 
pressure to combat fossil fuel use 
and greenhouse gas emissions 
and highlight the economic 
consequences of failure to 
address this issue. A recent 
report by Nick Stern, a former 
chief economist at the World 
Bank and the British treasury, has 
highlighted how much cheaper it 
will be to slash greenhouse gas 
emissions now than deal with the 
potentially devastating effects of 
global warming.
A separate report by economists 
at PriceWaterhouseCoopers 
suggested carbon emissions 
could be cut to 60 per cent below 
expected levels in 2050, at a cost 
of just a year’s economic output; 
but only if the rich world takes the 
initiative, and gets started now.Legend has it that Alfred Nobel 
was well aware that his invention 
of dynamite and the damage 
resulting from its military use 
would taint his legacy. Thus, to 
restore the balance, he came up 
with the brilliant idea of funnelling 
his fortune into a set of awards to 
be named after him, which soon 
became the most prestigious 
accolades in the fields they 
covered. And tough luck for the 
disciplines that were forgotten, 
like mathematics and parts of 
biology. 
By contrast, the Dutch 
brewery boss Alfred Heineken 
(1923–2002), the third family 
member to lead the eponymous 
company and grandson of its 
founder, provided humanity 
with a widely popular beer, 
and was reportedly an equally 
popular man, so he had little 
need to balance the books. Still, 
the flamboyant businessman 
widely known as ‘Freddy’ 
endowed the H.P. Heineken 
awards for biochemistry and 
biophysics in honour of his father, 
Henry Pierre Heineken, who had 
been a chemist with a life-long 
passion for science. The first 
Heineken laureate was Erwin 
Chargaff in 1964, whose base-
pairing rules laid the foundation 
for the discovery of the DNA 
double helix structure. The high 
quality of the prize is underlined 
by the fact that many of the 
winners, such as Tom Cech, 
Aaron Klug and Paul Nurse, went 
on to win a Nobel prize soon 
afterwards. 
In 1988, Alfred Heineken, who 
held a doctorate in chemistry 
like his father, but also sustained 
keen interests in medicine, 
music, and the arts, set up a 
second foundation in his own 
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subjects. Since 1990, the A.H. 
Heineken prizes cover the fields 
of medicine, environmental 
sciences, history and art. 
This year, the addition of the 
cognitive sciences to the portfolio 
brought the total number of 
Heineken prizes to six, which will 
be awarded every other year by 
the Royal Netherlands Academy 
of Arts and Sciences (KNAW). 
Apart from the arts prize, which 
is reserved for Dutch artists, 
the other five are designed to 
honour excellence in their fields 
on a global scale, like the Nobel 
prizes. While there is some 
overlap in the areas of medicine 
and biochemistry/physiology, 
the prizes for environmental 
sciences and cognitive sciences 
set the Heinekens apart from the 
more established competitor in 
Stockholm. 
This year, the Dr. A. H. Heineken, 
Prize for Environmental 
Sciences — worth $150,000 — 
was awarded to Stuart Pimm 
“for his research on species 
extinction and conservation”.Previous laureates include James 
Lovelock, Paul Ehrlich, and 
Lonnie Thompson. 
Pimm, who was born in 
Britain and studied zoology at 
Oxford, currently holds a chair 
for conservation ecology at 
Duke University in Durham, USA. 
He has been highly influential 
in research on conservation, 
extinction, and biodiversity 
since the 1980s. He analysed 
how the connectivity between 
species via the food chains and 
webs leads to knock-on effects 
if one species becomes extinct 
or even if a new species is 
introduced. 
In his award speech, the 
chairman of the jury, G.J.F. van 
Heijst, highlighted two major 
contributions that Pimm made 
to the field of conservation 
research. Firstly, he developed 
important theoretical and 
analytical tools that can be 
applied to the conservation of 
species. Secondly, he pioneered 
the use of remote sensing to 
track individuals of endangered 
species. In addition, Heijst also lauded 
Pimm for being “very active in 
society”, and reaching out to a 
wider audience by a number of 
means, including the influential 
book The World According to 
Pimm — A Scientist Audits the 
Earth in which he gets a “critical 
scientific message across under 
catchy headings”.
The laureate has in turn 
praised the Heineken foundation 
for recognising achievement 
in those parts of science that 
the Nobel foundation cannot 
reach, saying he prefers to be 
handed a beer rather than a 
stick of dynamite. The Heineken 
award, he says, “recognises 
not just me, but the huge 
importance that the new field 
environmental science now 
plays in ensuring a healthy 
future for our planet”. 
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